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Katie Montgomery glanced at the gradually receding city in her rear-view mirror.  Sure won’t miss that, she thought to herself.  Nothing there but greed, apathy, and fakery.  Time to go be a real person again.

Having thought that, Katie glanced at her daughter.  Carol Grace was sitting in the passenger seat of the late model sedan, ear buds in her ears, listening to music with all the feigned indifference a thirteen-year-old girl could muster.  The scene in the kitchen of their apartment when Katie broke the news that they were moving back to Perry had not been a pretty one, and Carol Grace had thrown a fit.

“I am NOT moving to ‘Podunk’!” she had shouted.  “I don’t have any friends there, and I simply will NOT be a friggin’ farmer!”

“And you don’t understand, young lady,” replied Katie firmly.  “Since I got laid off, we can’t afford to live in this city any longer!  Thanks to Gram, I own that little farm, with no payments to make and no rent to pay, and we will move there while I still have money to move with!”

“OHHHHHH!” said Carol Grace disgustedly, retreating to her room in tears.

Since then, Carol Grace had been moping around the house, packing when she had to, and sighing a lot.  There hadn’t been a lot said between the two for the last two weeks.

Katie sighed.  Oh, Mark, I wish you hadn’t died.  I could use a little support right now.

Katie’s husband, and Carol Grace’s father, had died five years earlier.  Brain aneurism.  He was probably dead before he hit the floor, the doctors had told her.  As if that made it any better.

Mark had life insurance through his company, but it was only a hundred thousand dollars.  After his cremation expenses, it had left a good nest egg.  She and Carol Grace had been able to continue living comfortably, if not as lavishly.

Two months ago, her employer, Kempco, had decided that they could downsize in the poor economy, and her job had been eliminated.  She was able to draw unemployment, but, with no jobs to be had in the corporate-minded city, Katie had begun to dip into the nest egg left by Mark’s insurance.  She saw that without her steady income, the nest egg would not last.

Her Gram, Nebbie Ballantine, had left her the farm that Gram and Grampy had worked for so many years.  Katie had been raised by Gram and Grampy – Katie’s parents had been killed in a car accident when she was ten.  Grampy, or Arthur Ballantine, was known to most of the community surrounding Perry as “Junior”, and had died during Katie’s senior year in high school, and, upon Gram’s death five years later, just before Mark’s passing, Katie had sold off the cows, chickens, and hogs, sealed the house, and gone back to the city.  The farm was known to all of the Perry residents as “Junior’s Farm”, and Katie had only visited occasionally, for summer vacations or weekend getaways.

Gram had passed away suddenly.  Katie had received a phone call from Perry General Hospital, and she had actually been able to talk to Gram for a moment.

“I’m on my way, Gram...please hold on until I get there!” Katie had begged her grandmother.

“I can’t promise, Katie, but I’ll try,” Gram had replied.  The words were obviously taking great effort.  “I have something to tell you before...”

Katie never found out what Gram had to say.  The heart attack had been a strong one, and Gram’s heart just couldn’t take the strain.

Those vacations and getaways had become nonexistent after Mark’s passing.

The farm was six hundred acres, with a house and seven outbuildings, including a bunkhouse for a hired hand.  It was divided into three hundred acres of cropland, and two hundred seventy five acres of pasture and hay-growing fields.  The remaining twenty five acres contained the farmhouse, bunkhouse, garden area, chicken coop, hog pen, equipment “garage”, tool shed and a big barn.  Katie hadn’t been there since Mark died.

Now, she was glad she had still kept the farm, and paid the property taxes religiously.  There had been offers to buy the place, mostly from big farming outfits, but she had declined them all.  The farm was going to be her salvation.  Hers...and Carol Grace’s.

Katie tapped her daughter’s leg to get her attention.  Carol Grace, startled, jumped a bit, then pulled the ear buds from her ears and looked at her mom.

“What would you think of getting a dog?” Katie asked.

Excitement showed in Carol Grace’s eyes.  “Really?  A real dog?  Could it be mine?”

Katie smiled.  “Well, ours...but, I was thinking of maybe an elephant dressed in a dog’s costume,” she said, mock-seriously.  “You could carry it in your purse...of course a real dog!”

Carol Grace smiled at the joke.  “What kind?”

Katie thought for a minute.  “You know, it doesn’t really matter.  Any kind you want, as long as it can be housebroken and trained.  We’re going to be on a farm, so size won’t matter.  And we’ll have plenty of time to spend with it, so it won’t be lonely.  It could guard the chickens, too.”

“And the cows.”

Smiling, Katie continued.  “And the pigs.”

“And the sheep.”

“And the horses.”

“And the penguins.”

“And don’t forget the kangaroos!”

Carol Grace laughed.  “Wow...wouldn’t it be interesting to have kangaroos?”

“We are not getting a kangaroo.”

“How about a seal?”

“I bet he’d be all ready to go.”

Carol Grace continued, “And the dog could guard the honey badgers.”

Katie, who still laughed at the outrageously narrated Internet video, replied, “Honey badger doesn’t care.”

“How about getting a horse?”

“Hmmm...it might not be a bad idea to have a couple of horses, just to ride around the place.  Although, we could really use the exercise from walking...,” Katie said thoughtfully.

Carol Grace squealed, wide-eyed, “Really?  A horse, too?”

“Why not?  It’s a big farm.”

“Mom, you’re the best!”

Katie smiled at her excited daughter.  “Thank you, Carol Grace.”  She glanced sidelong at Carol Grace.  “The, uh...farm doesn’t seem so bad now, does it?”

Carol Grace smiled crookedly.  “I guess not, Mom.  I just hope I can make some friends there.”

“I’m sure you will, sweetie.”

Katie had either sold or donated most of the furniture from the apartment in the city, because Gram’s furniture was still waiting, just as she’d left it, except it was all covered with sheets and dust covers.  Their remaining possessions were packed into a U-Haul trailer being pulled behind their car, and in the car itself.

“Mom?”

“Yes, sweetie?”

“What kind of animals will we have on the farm?  Seriously?”

Katie laughed.  My daughter, the animal lover.  “Well, for sure we’ll have chickens for eggs.  We’ll try to have a cow or two for milk, and I bet we can find a recipe for good cheese on the Internet.  We’ll have a dog, and a cat, and a couple of horses.  And that’s just for us!  We’ll also have cattle on the farm to graze and fatten, so that we can take them to market...but it will take a few years before they’re ready.  We’ll also raise some hogs, also for market.”

Katie glanced at Carol Grace.  “How’s that?”

Carol Grace nodded, as if coming to a conclusion.  “Okay, I can live with that.  I’ll just think of ‘market’ as going to another farm or something.”

Katie squeezed her daughter’s hand.  “I used to do the same thing, punkin.”  Katie laughed.  “Gram used to understand my feelings about that, too, and sympathized.  Grampy, on the other hand, made fun of me, and made me realize that the reason we raise them is for food, and sometimes they have to be harvested, just like a crop of corn, or soybeans.”

She glanced at Carol Grace.  “The secret is, don’t develop a personal attachment to the cattle out in the field.  Or the hogs in the hog pen.  That way, you’ll be able to separate your feelings about them from where they’re going.  Does that make sense?”

Carol Grace looked at her mother.  “It makes sense, but it still bothers me.”

Katie smiled.  “It still bothers me, too.  But we’re going to do it!” she said determinedly.

Carol Grace smiled and nodded.

“What kind of animals would you want, besides what we talked about?” asked Katie.

Carol Grace looked at her mother.  “Are you being serious?”

Katie nodded.

“Birds.  I’d like all kinds of birds, Mom...turkeys, pheasants, peacocks, ducks...if it’s a bird, I’d love to try to raise it, and try to make a few pets out of them.”

“We’ll see what we can do, Carol Grace.  But no bringing them into the house!  Turkeys do not housebreak!”
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SIX HOURS LATER, AFTER three bathroom stops and one quick pass at a fast food drive-thru for a burger, they passed a sign that said, “Welcome To Sardis County!  Where YOU Make The Magic!”  Just below that, the sign read, “A Nice Place To Live!”  I hope so, thought Katie.

To Carol Grace, she said, “Ten more miles to Perry, sweetie!”

Carol Grace tried to muster some enthusiasm with her reply of, “Great!”  But, she was tired from the trip, and it sounded much more subdued than she meant.

Both mother and daughter were quiet for the next ten miles, until they came to the sign that said, “Perry City Limits”.

“Here we are,” Katie said simply.

The highway had sporadic small businesses lining both sides, and they were mostly places that catered to low-income people.  “WE CASH YOUR CHECK – NO FEE FOR FIRST TIMERS!”, “LOANS FOR CAR TITLES”, and “BUY HERE – PAY HERE!  NO CREDIT CHECK!” signs littered the scenery.  Then came the furniture rental companies, several tobacco and lottery shops, and a couple of lonely laundromats.  Looming on their left was a big box retailer known for low prices, with several peripheral businesses in a separate strip, and a gas station at one end of the big box parking lot.

“That’s new, isn’t it, Mom?  I don’t remember that being here before,” said Carol Grace.

Katie shook her head.  “I certainly don’t remember it,” she replied.

Mixed in with the businesses that they had passed along the way were several empty commercial buildings, with a few sporadic weeds growing in their parking lots, and faded “For Rent” and “For Sale” signs in their windows or hanging on their doors.

“This looks bad,” said Carol Grace.  “It makes Perry look a little...well, trashy.”

Katie couldn’t disagree.  “It does look pretty deserted, doesn’t it?” She looked down at her gas guage.  “We’ve got to stop for gas and groceries.  There’s a market and a small gas station just on the other side of the court square.  We’ll stop at those places.”

As they got into downtown, the businesses all became more localized.  They passed the high school, and Katie pointed it out.

“That’s where you’ll be going, Miss Freshman Of The Year,” said Katie.

“Mo-om!” replied Carol Grace.

Katie laughed.

They drove past the Sardis County Courthouse, then the Perry Police Department.  Just past the police station, Katie turned left.  A block further, and Katie turned into the parking lot of Mackie’s Save More Market.  The gas pumps were on the side, and Katie pulled to them.  She opened her purse and took out her Visa card.

“Want to pump the gas for me?” Katie asked.

“Sure, Mom,” Carol Grace replied.  “How much?”

Katie smiled.  “Fill ‘er up, Carol Grace!”  She opened her car door.  “When you’re done, lock the doors and come on in.  I need help figuring out our grocery list.”

“Okay, Mom.  Can I get some Little Debbie cakes?”

“Oh, Carol Grace!  Those things have no nutritional value at all!”  She paused for effect.  “We’ll get two boxes.”

Both were laughing as they got out of the car.
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THE FIRST THING KATIE noticed as she went inside Mackie’s was the cashier on duty.  She was fairly certain that the cashier was Phoebe Smalls.  Phoebe had graduated from Perry High School the same year as Katie, and had finished her high school career as head cheerleader.  Katie had been popular, but had not even considered being a cheerleader.  She felt that her path led to college bound courses, and cheerleading was not the way to achieve an education...at least, not an academic education.

Rumor had it that Phoebe had become pregnant at a party graduation night.  Rumor also said that Phoebe was passed out from alcohol consumption at the time, and didn’t know who the father might be.

What followed for Phoebe, according to the rumor mill, was a series of failed relationships, three more children from two different fathers (one of which died from an overdose inside a meth lab), and a lengthy stay in a state-funded rehabilitation center.  Phoebe had held on to her four children with the help of her mother, and was trying to make it.

Katie harbored no ill will toward Phoebe, even though Phoebe had acted in high school as if she were the master of all girls.  She probably doesn’t even remember me.

Katie was walking down the first aisle in the market, looking at the peanut butter and jelly selections, when Carol Grace found her.

“Here’s your card and receipt, Mom,” said Carol Grace.

“Thanks, sweetheart.”

“Can we please get natural peanut butter?  The kind with no preservatives?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“What kind of jelly?”

“Your choice, dear.  We’ll hopefully be making our own soon.”

Carol Grace looked at her mother.  “Really?”

Katie shrugged.  “When I grew up there, lots of blackberries grew all over the farm.  I’m sure they’re still there.  We can plant blueberries and strawberries, and I think there are a couple of peach trees.”

“Yum!”

Mother and daughter continued their shopping, stocking up on everything.  Katie explained that once the farm was operational, trips to town would be kept to a minimum because of all the work involved.

As they turned into the bread aisle, Katie accidentally bumped her cart into a man that was coming out of the aisle.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Katie.  She registered that the man had on a uniform, and had a sheriff’s badge pinned to his uniform shirt.  She looked at his face, and realized that she knew him.

“Aren’t you Katie Ballantine?” asked the man.

“And you’re Billy Napier!” said Katie happily.

Katie and Billy had been good friends during high school.  Billy had been on the Perry High School football team, and Katie had tutored him so that he could pass his classes.  They had drifted apart in their senior year, but Katie still considered Billy a friend.

Napier smiled sheepishly.  “I am, Katie.  It’s good to see you!”

Katie, grinning foolishly, said, “And it’s good to see you, too!  So, do you work for the sheriff?”

Napier laughed.  “Katie, I am the sheriff.”

“Wow!  You’ve done so well!  I’m proud of you, Billy!”

Adopting a “hick” imitation, Napier kicked his boot at the floor and said, “Shucks, twernt nuthin’, ma’am.”

Katie laughed.  “Billy, I’d like you to meet my daughter.  Billy Napier, Carol Grace Montgomery.”

Napier actually took his hat off.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss.  If it weren’t for your mom, I would probably be digging ditches somewhere, instead of what I do now.”

Carol Grace giggled.  “Hi.”

Napier put his hat back on, then gestured to the loaded shopping cart.  “Here for a vacation, Katie?”

Katie shook her head.  “No, Carol Grace and I are going to make a go of the farm.”

“Really?”  Napier smiled.  “So, Katie Ballantine comes home.”

“It’s Katie Montgomery now,” she replied wistfully.  “Carol Grace’s father...my husband, Mark...passed away five years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

Katie shook her head.  “Don’t be.  I miss him, and so does Carol Grace.  But, life goes on.  When I got laid off in the city, I decided that bringing Junior’s farm back to life was our path to fame and fortune.  Or, at least a decent living.”

“Gonna be a lot of work,” said Napier.  “Let me know if I can help with anything, would you?  I owe you.”

Katie nodded.  “You don’t owe me a thing, Billy, but I will for sure let you know if I can use your help.”

Napier nodded, then looked at Carol Grace.  “That goes for you, too, ma’am.”

Carol Grace giggled again.  “Thank you, Sheriff.”

Napier pointed his finger at Carol Grace.  “You are old enough now to call me by my given name, young lady.  My name is William.  ‘Billy’ for short.  And that isn’t a privilege granted to very many people your age.”

“Thank you, Billy,” said Carol Grace.

Katie was smiling at her daughter and her old friend.  “Thank you, Billy.  I’ll probably call you within a couple of days, and offer you dinner...if we can get the house in order.”

“And I will surely be there, Katie.  See you!”

Napier turned the corner and went about his business.

After he was out of earshot, Carol Grace eased close to her mother.  “He’s pretty good-looking, isn’t he, Mom?”

Katie shook her head.  “He was good-looking in high school, too, sweetie...but Billy and I both know that we’ll always be just friends.”

Carol Grace shook her head theatrically.  “That’s just too bad...”

Katie stopped, and grabbed Carol Grace’s arm.  “Wait!”

Carol Grace, concerned, said, “What?  What is it, Mom?”

Katie shook her head as if to clear it.  “I’m...I’m seeing...a vision!”

Still concerned, Carol Grace said excitedly, “What, Mom?”

Eyes closed, Katie said, “I see...my daughter.  She’s washing dishes...all alone...for a week!”  Katie opened one eye and peeked at her daughter, a smile playing around the edges of her mouth.

“Oh, Mom, stop!”  Carol Grace giggled again, realizing that her mother was joking with her.

“Grungy, nasty dishes,” Katie continued.  “All covered with grease...and burned food...”

Carol Grace giggled, and Katie’s heart brightened.

Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.

At the checkout, Katie and Carol Grace unloaded their purchases onto the moving conveyor belt.  With each “boop” of the cash register’s UPC scanning device, the total climbed until, finally, the cashier gave them the total.

As Katie swiped her debit card, she said to the cashier, “Hello, Phoebe.  How are you?”

Phoebe looked at Katie with squinted eyes, trying to remember who Katie was.  Realization dawned on her, and Phoebe smiled.  “Katie Ballantine!  How are you?”

Katie smiled at Phoebe.  “It’s ‘Montgomery’ now, Phoebe, and I’m fine.  How are you?”

“Oh, I’m as well as can be expected, I guess.  It’s good to see you!  Are you coming back home?”

Well, great!  Now it’ll be all over the county by nightfall!  Out loud, Katie said, “Yes, we are.  We’re going to put Junior’s farm back to work.”

“Well, isn’t that somethin’!” said Phoebe.  “Well, good luck with that, and come visit us again!”

Katie smiled, and left with Carol Grace.  They wheeled the shopping cart over to the car, and packed it all into the back seat.

Returning the cart to the corral in the parking lot, Katie told Carol Grace, “Time to head home!”
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Katie turned the car into the farm’s driveway.  The driveway was lined on both sides with a white fence, with apple trees spaced evenly along the length of the drive.  The trees had begun growing leaves, since it was late March, and lent a nice effect to the drive.  Carol Grace was looking wide-eyed at the scenery.

“Is this all ours?” Carol Grace asked incredulously.

“Don’t you remember coming here with Dad and I?  I think you were eight the last time we came,” replied Katie.  “But, yes, this is all ours.”

They passed a spot that contained a collapsed length of fence.  We’ll have to fix that before we get cattle.

The driveway opened into a large area in front of the house.  A giant oak tree stood in the front yard, and a sidewalk led from the front porch steps to the garage and to the parking area.  Katie stopped the car in front of the sidewalk.  The parking area was made up of gravel, creek rock, and dirt.  It could become a little muddy when rain came, but, right now, the parking area was dry.

Katie looked at the house.  It was a wood siding house, two stories, with a porch that wrapped around the whole house.  The front porch had a swing, and several comfortable rocking chairs were placed around a small, square table.  An old English “B”, made of wrought iron, was nailed to the wall above the table.  Flower beds were on either side of the front steps.

Oh, my gosh!  I never noticed before, but it looks just like the house on ‘The Waltons’!

“It still takes my breath away,” said Katie.

Grampy, I’m sorry, but I’ll have to change that ‘B’ to an ‘M’ now...or, wait a minute!  Maybe I can get ‘Junior’s Farm’ made up of wrought iron or something.

Carol Grace came and stood by Katie’s side.  “Mom, it’s so pretty!”

Katie smiled and nodded while she put an arm around her daughter’s shoulders and hugged her.  “It sure is, sweetie.  Come on, let’s go make sure the electricity’s on.”

They walked up the front steps.  Katie started digging through the keys on her key chain, looking for the front door key.  She found it, and unlocked the front door.

The house had five rooms on the ground floor.  It had a huge living room, kitchen, dining room, den, and another room that could be used as either an office, library, or an extra bedroom.  The ground floor bathroom was in the hallway, just off the living room.  It was completely furnished, and dust covers protected each piece of furniture.  Upstairs, there were four roomy bedrooms, with two more bathrooms.  It was a big house for the two of them, but it was worth it...at least Katie thought so.

Katie tried the overhead light in the kitchen.  It came on, burning brightly.

“Well, we have power,” she commented.  “Let’s check the refrigerator.”

Carol Grace opened the refrigerator.  “Looks clean, Mom.”

Katie took a look.  “It does, but it wouldn’t hurt to wipe it out with some very light bleach water.”

“I’ll do it,” said Carol Grace.

“Thank you, sweetie.  I’ll check the big freezers while you do that.  Bleach and rags are  under the sink.”

As Carol Grace walked to the sink, Katie opened the back door.  It led to the porch.  The porch along the back of the house was screened in, and contained two gigantic chest-type freezers.  Katie opened both – clean, cold, and ready for food.

She went back inside the house to find Carol Grace wiping the inside of the refrigerator.

“I’ll start bringing in the groceries,” said Katie.

Carol Grace peeked out from behind the refrigerator door.  “I’ll be done by the time you get back.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

Katie went outside.  She went to the car and grabbed as many of the plastic bags that she could carry.  As she walked to the front door, an overwhelming feeling of being where she belonged came over her.  The feeling was so strong that she almost started crying.

In the kitchen, Carol Grace said, “Hey, I got it all wiped down, and I dried it with some paper towels.  Do you want me to...Mom, what’s wrong?”  She saw the tears in her mother’s eyes.

“Nothing, sweetie.  I’m just happy to be here.  I feel like I’ve come home.”

Carol Grace hugged her mother.  “I’m glad for you, Mom.  I’ll try to make the best of it, and maybe I’ll feel that way, too.”

The Montgomery women hugged each other closely in the kitchen.
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WITH THE GROCERIES put away, Katie announced that the next item on the agenda was to unload the U-Haul trailer.  It would need to be returned the next day.

“Oh, Mom, I’m sooo tired,” said Carol Grace.

“So am I, honey, but we’ve got to get it unloaded.  We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow without having to unload this thing, too.”

Carol Grace groaned.  “Okay, let’s do it.”

They opened up the trailer and began taking their things inside.

“Mom, we don’t have to put it all away right now, do we?”

Katie thought for a moment.  “I guess we can put it off, as long as everything is put into the proper rooms.”

“Deal!”

“Look for the box with the sheets and pillows and blankets.  We’ll need them tonight.”

“Will do, Mom.”

Gradually, the trailer was emptied.  Everything was now inside the house, but on the ground floor.  Katie locked up the empty trailer again, then looked to the west.  The sun was just touching the horizon.  Katie climbed to the porch.  The front of the house faced south, and the setting sun was on the side of the house away from the kitchen.  The kitchen faced the east, so that it could capture the morning sun.

“Carol Grace!” called Katie.  “Can you come out here for a minute?”

Katie pulled two of the rocking chairs around to face the setting sun.

“What is it, Mom?” asked Carol Grace as she came out onto the porch.

“Come sit down for a minute.”

The teenager sat down in one of the rocking chairs.  Katie sat in the other.

Katie nodded her head toward the sunset.  “I know we’re in a hurry to get things ready for sleep tonight, and to get some kind of dinner put together...but, take a few minutes, and just look.”

Carol Grace turned to look at the sunset.  A few clouds dotted the horizon, and the setting sun had colored them in hues of red and purple.  A jet contrail crawled across the sky, and the jet twinkled occasionally as the sun caught its reflective sides.  “Wow,” whispered Carol Grace.  “It’s beautiful!”

“It is, isn’t it?”

Mother and daughter held hands and watched the sunset together, until darkness claimed the farm.

They moved inside then, and Katie said, “Let’s go upstairs and choose our rooms.”

“I want the one that you used to have, Mom.  I remember the window seat.”

Katie laughed.  “It’s yours, sweetie.  I hope it brings you as much happiness as it brought to me.  It was always my sanctuary...it was the place I went to get away from everything.  I spent a good bit of my











[image: ]












[image: ]




































































[image: ]




















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
[UNIOR/S EARM

T. M. BILDERBACK





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





